We used radiotelemetry to investigate the time of migratory flight initiation relative to available celestial orientation cues and departure direction of a nocturnal passerine migrant, the reed warbler, Acrocephalus scirpaceus, during autumn migration. The study was carried out at Falsterbo, a coastal site in southwest Sweden. The warblers initiated migration from times well after local sunset and well into the night, corresponding to sun elevations between 4 and 35 , coinciding with the occurrence of stars at night. They departed in the expected migratory direction towards south of southwest with a few initiating migration in reverse directions towards northeast to east. Flight directions under overcast conditions (7-8/8) were more scattered than under clear sky conditions (0-4/8). There were fewer clouds on departure nights than on nights when the birds did not initiate migration. For birds staying longer than one night at stopover the horizontal visibility was higher and precipitation was less likely on departure nights than on the previous night. The results show that the visibility of celestial cues, and stars in particular, are important for the decision to initiate migration in reed warblers. However, cloud cover, horizontal visibility and precipitation might be correlated with other weather variables (i.e. wind or air pressure) that are also likely to be important for the decision to migrate.
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Nocturnal migration is common among passerine migrants (Alerstam 1990; Martin 1990) , which then have access to a number of cues for orientation based on the geomagnetic field, the stars, the position of the sun at sunset and the related pattern of skylight polarization (for reviews see for example, Emlen 1975; Able 1980; Moore 1987a; Baker 1984; Wiltschko & Wiltschko 1991 , 1995 . The migrants probably make use of multiple cues to select a flight direction (e.g. Vleugel 1954; Emlen 1975 Emlen , 1980 Emlen & Demong 1978) . Maximum simultaneous access of celestial and geomagnetic cues are available during the transition period between day and night at twilight and this period should therefore be important for selecting a migratory course (e.g. Emlen 1975; Moore 1980 Moore , 1987a Able 1982 Able , 1989 Helbig & Wiltschko 1989; Helbig 1991; Sandberg 1991; A rkesson & Bäckman 1999) . It may provide a good opportunity for the birds to calibrate their magnetic and celestial compasses before departure, based on the sunset direction, the skylight polarization pattern and the stars at night (Able & Able 1990 , 1993 , 1995 Phillips & Moore 1992) .
The main flight departure period of passerine nocturnal migration occurs during the evening twilight period and shortly thereafter, with the peak intensity reported to occur 1-4 h after local sunset (for references see Moore 1987a; A rkesson et al. 1996a). However, radiotelemetry and visual observations have shown that individual nocturnal migrants may depart much later than that, well into the night (Cochran et al. 1967; A rkesson et al. 1996a; Bolshakov & Bulyuk 1999) . Nocturnal migratory flight initiation relative to the availability of sunset cues (i.e. sun elevation) also varies between species, latitudes and times of year (A rkesson et al. 1996a) . The length of the twilight period varies with latitude and time of year; however, the sun elevation, measured in degrees above or below the horizon, corresponds to a given visual celestial aspect independently of latitude, season and time relative to sunset (cf. A rkesson et al. 1996a).
The difference in preferred time of migratory departure (cf. A rkesson et al. 1996a) might be explained by the availability of different celestial orientation cues preferred by the birds on migration. Studies of the natural flight departure pattern at dusk may indicate if this is important to birds and, if so, what specific cue is used. Different departure patterns might be expected: (1) if a specific set of celestial orientation cues were not important the birds would depart any time; (2) if the sun were sufficient to
